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At first glance, the readership for this book would appear to 
be a narrow audience of epidemiologists and researchers with a 
specific interest in asbestos-related disease. But first impressions 
can be misleading, which is the case for this review of selected 
cancers that may be asbestos-related. 
The Institute of Medicine (USA) was charged with the review 
of scientific and medical literature about the association between 
asbestos and selected cancers, beyond those already established as 
causally linked: lung cancer, pleural mesothelioma, and peritoneal 
mesothelioma. This charge was directly related to a US Senate 
Bill for the establishment of a trust fund for compensation for 
people suffering health consequences of working with asbestos, 
or exposed from living in Libby, Montana. Any initial hesitation 
that this context may present for an Australian audience should 
be dismissed. 
The committee has produced a clear, concise technical report 
that should be of interest beyond a medical or public health 
readership, especially those searching for a comprehensive 
summary of the evidence for asbestos litigation purposes. 
The committee clearly outlines the decision-making tree used 
in summation of “sufficient,” “suggestive but not sufficient,” 
or “inadequate” evidence to infer causal relationships between 
asbestos exposure and the selected cancers. Their findings: 
Laryngeal – sufficient; pharyngeal, stomach, and colorectal 
–suggestive but not sufficient; and esophageal – inadequate. 
The early chapters recount background information on the 
chemistry of asbestos fibres, the biological explanations of 
carcinogenicity, exposure and measurement. These are useful 
reviews of a large research literature. 
The committee describes how it identified relevant literature 
for review, criteria for evidence evaluation (e.g. fibre type), 
study designs, measurement of exposures, outcomes, potential 
biases, statistical analyses for each study, and meta-analysis 
methodology. For any student or anyone wishing to brush up on 
methodologies, frequent questions for occupational epidemiology 
and assessment of causality, these chapters are good resources. The 
format is replicated in the selected cancer – specific chapters (7 
to 11), which enables efficient selective reading of summary and 
decision-making information or, if inclined, a detailed and rigorous 
assessment of the evidence. There are clear statements of the 
weight of evidence, the limitation of the data, and corresponding 
constraints on causal inference. Each of the select cancer chapters 
includes clear figures, tables, and references. The layout of relative 
risk summary figures is particularly useful. 
There will no doubt be commentary about the committee’s 
decision to describe the level of causal inference without 
specifying asbestos fibre type. This controversy will continue in 
the literature, but like other decisions made by the committee, 
the rationale and evidence considered is clearly articulated and 
transparent. 
The strength of this report is that unlike many reports written 
for specific legislative purposes, the approach and transparency 
of decision making creates a document useful beyond its charge. 
This report should prove to be a useful resource beyond its subject 
matter, and for that reason could be added to any occupational 
health and safety or epidemiology library. 
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